CHAPTER 2

LEADERSHIP IN AN ORGANIZED ANARCHY

MICHAEL D. COHEN AND JAMES G. MARCH

The Ambiguities of Anarchy

The college president faces four fundamental ambiguities. The first is the ambiguity of purpose. In
what terms can action be justified? What are the goals of the organization? The second is the ambi-
guity of power. How powerful is the president? What can he accomplish? The third is the ambiguity
of experience. What is to be learned from the events of the presidency? How does the president
make inferences about his experience? The fourth is the ambiguity of success. When is a president
successful? How does he assess his pleasures?

These ambiguities are fundamental to college presidents because they strike at the heart of
the usual interpretations of leadership. When purpose is ambiguous, ordinary theories of decision
making and intelligence become problematic. When power is ambiguous, ordinary theories
of social order and control become problematic. When experience is ambiguous, ordinary theories
of learning and adaptation become problematic. When success is ambiguous, ordinary theories of
motivation and personal pleasure become problematic.

The Ambiguity of Purpose

Almost any educated person can deliver a lecture entitled “The Goals of the University.” Almost no
one will listen to the lecture voluntarily. For the most part, such lectures and their companion
essays are well-intentioned exercises in social rhetoric, with little operational content.

Efforts to generate normative statements of the goals of a university tend to produce goals that
are either meaningless or dubious. They fail one or more of the following reasonable tests. First, is
the goal clear? Can one define some specific procedure for measuring the degree of goal achieve-
ment? Second, is it problematic? Is there some possibility that the organization will accomplish the
goal? Is there some chance that it will fail? Third, is it accepted? Do most significant groups in the
university agree on the goal statement? For the most part, the level of generality that facilitates
acceptance destroys the problematic nature or clarity of the goal. The level of specificity that per-
mits measurement destroys acceptance.

Recent discussions of educational audits, of cost-benefit analysis in education, and of account-
ability and evaluation in higher education have not been spectacularly successful in resolving this
normative ambiguity, even in those cases where such techniques have been accepted as relatively
fruitful. In our judgment, the major contributions (and they are important ones) of operational
analysis in higher education to date have been to expose the inconsistencies of current policies and
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to make marginal improvements in those
domains in which clear objectives are widely
shared.

Similarly, efforts to infer the “real” objec-
tives of a university by observing university
behavior tend to be unsuccessful. They fail one
or more of the following reasonable tests. First,
is the goal uniquely consistent with behavior?
Does the imputed goal produce the observed

_behavior and is it the only goal that does? Sec-
ond, is it stable? Does the goal imputed from
past behavior reliably predict future behavior?
Although it is often possible to devise a state-
ment of the goals of a university by some form
of revealed preference test of past actions, such
goal statements have poor predictive power.

The difficulties in imputing goals from
behavior are not unique to universities. Experi-
ence with the complications is shared by
revealed preference theorists in economics and
psychology, radical critics of society, and func-
tionalist students of social institutions. The
search for a consistent explanation of human
social behavior through a model of rational
intent and an imputation of intent from action
has had some successes. But there is no sign
that the university is one of the successes, or
very likely to become one.

Efforts to specify a set of consciously
shared, consistent objectives within a univer-
sity or to infer such a set of objectives from the
activities or actions of the university have regu-
larly revealed signs of inconsistency. To expose
inconsistencies is not to resolve them, however.

There are only modest signs that universities or

other organized anarchies respond to a revela-
tion of ambiguity of purpose by reducing the
ambiguity. These are organizational  systems
without clear objectives, and the processes by
which their objectives are established and legit-
imized are not extraordinarily sensitive to
inconsistency. In fact, for many purposes the
ambiguity of purpose is produced by our insis-
tence on treating purpose as a necessary prop-
erty of a good university. The strains arise from
trying to impose a model of action as flowing
from intent on organizations that act in another
way.
College presidents live within a normative
context that presumes purpose and within an
organizational context that denies it. They
serve on commissions to define and redefine
the objectives of higher education. They orga-

nize convocations to examine the goals of the
college. They write introductory statements to
the college catalog. They accept the presump-
tion that intelligent leadership presupposes the
rational pursuit of goals. Simultaneously, they
are aware that the process of choice in the col-
lege depends little on statements of shared
direction. They recognize the flow of actions as
an ecology of games (Long, 1958), each with its
own rules. They accept the observation that the
world is not like the model.

The Ambiguity of Power

Power is a simple idea; pervasive in its appeal
to observers of social events. Like intelligence or
motivation or utility, however, it tends to be
misleadingly simple and prone to tautology. A
person has power if he gets things done, if he
has power, he can get things done.

As students of social power have long
observed, such a view of power has limited
usefulness.! Two of the things the simple view
produces are an endless and largely fruitless
search for the person who has “the real power”
in the university, and an equally futile pursuit
of the organizational locale “where the deci-
sion is really made.” So profound is the accep-
tance of the power model that students of orga-
nizations who suggest the model is wrong are
sometimes viewed as part of tle plot to conceal
“the real power” and “the true locus of deci-
sion.” In that particular logic the reality of the
simple power model is demonstrated by its
inadequacy.

As a shorthand casual expression for varia-
tions in the potential of different positions in
the organization, power has some utility. The
college president has more potential for mov-
ing the college than most people, probably
more potential than any one other person. Nev-
ertheless, presidents discover M
less power than is believed, that their power fo
‘accomplish _things depends heavily on_what
t}fyﬂcﬂw that the use of formal
authority is limited by other formal authority,

at the acceptance of authority is not auto-
rx}glig_itlat the necessary details of organiza-
tional ermmmt

ifferent from sing it), and that their col-
Jeagues seem to delight in complaining simul-
taneously about presidential weakness and
presidential willfulness.
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The ambiguity of power, like the ambigu-
ity of purpose, is focused on the president.
Presidents share in and contribute to the confu-
sion. They enjoy the perquisites and prestige of
the office. They enjoy its excitement, at least
when things go well. They announce important
events. They appear at important symbolic
functions. They report to the people. They
accept and thrive on their own importance. It
would be remarkable if they did not. Presi-
dents even occasionally recite that “the buck
stops here” with a finality that suggests the
cliché is an observation about power and
authority rather than a proclamation of admin-
istrative style and ideology.

At the same time, presidents solicit an
understanding of the limits to their control.
They regret the tendency of students, legisla-
tors, and community leaders to assume that a
president has the power to do whatever he
chooses simply because he is president. They
plead the countervailing power of other groups
in the college or the notable complexities of
causality in large organizations.

The combination is likely to lead to popu-
lar impressions of strong presidents during
good times and weak presidents during bad
times. Persons who are primarily exposed to
the symbolic presidency (e.g., outsiders) will
tend to exaggerate the power of the president.
Those people who have tried to accomplish
something in the institution with presidential
support (e.g., educational reformers) will tend
to underestimate presidential power or presi-
dential will.

The confusion disturbs the president, but it
also serves him. Ambiguity of power leads to a
parallel ambiguity of responsibility. The alloca-
tion of credit and blame for the events of orga-
nizational life becomes—as it often does in
political and social systems—a matter for argu-
ment. The “facts” of responsibility are badly
confounded by the confusions of anarchy; and
the conventional myth of hierarchical executive
responsibility is undermined by the coun-
termyth of the nonhierarchical nature of col-
leges and universities. Presidents negotiate
with their audiences on the interpretations of
their power. As a result, during the recent years
of campus troubles, many college presidents
sought to emphasize the limitations of presi-
dential control. During the more glorious days

of conspicuous success, they solicited a recog-
nition of their responsibility for events.

The process does not involve presidents
alone, of course. The social validation of
responsibility involves all the participants: fac-
ulty, trustees, students, parents, community
leaders, government. Presidents seek to write
their histories in the use of power as part of a
chorus of history writers, each with his own
reasons for preferring a somewhat different
interpretation of “Who has the Power?”

The Ambliguity of Experience

College presidents attempt to learn from their
experience. They observe the consequences of
actions and infer the structure of the world
from those observations. They use the resulting
inferences in attempts to improve their future
actions.
Consider the following very simple learn-
ing paradigm:
1. At a certain point in time a president is
presented with a set of well-defined,
discrete action alternatives.

2. At any point in time he has a certain
probability of choosing any particular
alternative (and a certainty of choosing
one of them).

3. The president observes the outcome that
apparently follows his choice and
assesses the outcome in terms of his
goals.

4. If the outcome is consistent with his
goals, the president increases his proba-
bility of choosing that alternative in the
future; if not, he decreases the probabil-
ity. .

Although actual presidential learning cer-
tainly involves more complicated inferences,
such a paradigm captures much of the ordinary
adaptation of an intelligent man to the infor-
mation gained from experience.

The process produces considerable learn-
ing. The subjective experience is one of adapt-
ing from experience and improving behavior
on the basis of feedback. If the world with
which the president is dealing is relatively sim-
ple and relatively stable, and if his experience
is relatively frequent, he can expect to improve
over time (assuming he has some appropriate
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criterion for testing the consistency of out-
comes with goals). As we have suggested ear-
lier, however, the world in which the president
lives has two conspicuous properties that make
experience ambiguous even where goals are
clear. First, the world is relatively complex.
Outcomes depend heavily on factors other
than the president’s action. These factors are
uncontrolled and, in large part, unobserved.
Second, relative to the rate at which the presi-
dent gathers experimental data, the world
changes rapidly. These properties produce con-
siderable potential for false learning.

We can illustrate the phenomenon by tak-
ing a familiar instance of learning in the realm
of personnel policies. Suppose that a manager
reviews his subordinates annually and consid-
ers what to do with those who are doing
pootly. He has two choices: he can replace an
employee whose performance is low, or he can
keep him in the job and try to work with him to
obtain improvement. He chooses which
employees to replace and which to keep in the
job on the basis of his judgment about their
capacities to respond to different treatments.
Now suppose that, in fact, there are no differ-
ences among the employees. Observed varia-
tions in performance are due entirely to ran-
dom fluctuations. What would the manager
“learn” in such a situation?

He would learn how smart he was. He
would discover that his judgments about
whom to keep and whom to replace were quite
good. Replacements will generally perform
better than the men they replaced; those men
who are kept in the job will generally improve
in their performance. If for some reason he
starts out being relatively “humane” and
refuses to replace anyone, he will discover that
the best managerial strategy is to work to
improve existing employees. If he starts out
with a heavy hand and replaces everyone, he
will learn that being tough is a good idea. If he

replaces some and works with others, he will

learn that the essence of personnel manage-
ment is judgment about the worker.

Although we know that in this hypotheti-
cal situation it makes no difference what a
manager does, he will experience some subjec-
tive learning that is direct and compelling. He
will come to believe that he understands the
sifuation and has mastered it. If we were to
suggest to the manager that he might be a vic-

tim of superstitious learning, he would find it
difficult to believe. Everything in his environ-
ment tells him that he understands the world,
even though his understanding is spurious.

It is not necessary to assume that the world
is strictly random to produce substantially the
same effect. Whenever the rate of experience is
modest relative to the complexity of the phe-
nomena and the rate of change in the phenom-
ena, the interpretation made of experience will
tend to be more persuasive subjectively than it
should be. In such a world, experience is not a
good teacher. Although the outcomes stemi-
ming from the various learned strategies in the
personnel management example will be no
worse because of a belief in the reality of the
learning, the degree of confidence a manager
comes to have in his theory of the world is
erroneously high.

College presidents probably have greater
confidence in their interpretations of college
life, college administration, and their general
environment than is warranted. The inferences ;
they have made from experience are likely to/
be wrong. Their confidence in their learning is|
likely to have been reinforced by the social sup{
port they receive from the people around them
and by social expectations about the presiden-
tial role. As a result, they tend to be unaware of

_the extent to which the ambiguities they feel

with respect to purpose and power are
matched by similar ambiguities with respect to
the meaning of the ordinary events of presi-
dential life.

The Ambiguity of Success

Administrative success is generally recognized
in one of two ways. First, by promotion: An
administrator knows that he has been-stceess-
ful by virtue of a promotion to a better job. He
assesses his success on the current job by the -
opportunities he has or expects to have to leave
it. Second, by widely accepted, operational
measures of organizational output: a business

-executive values his own performance in terms

of a profit-and-loss statement of his operations.

Problems with these indicators of success
are generic to high-level administrative posi-
tions. Offers of promotion become less likely as
the job improves and the administrator’s age
advances. The criteria by which success is
judged become less precise in measurement,
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less stable over time, and less widely shared.
The administrator discovers that a wide assort-
ment of factors outside his control are capable
of overwhelming the impact of any actions he
may take.

In the case of the college president all three
problems are accentuated. As we have seen
earlier, few college presidents are promoted
out of the presidency. There are job offers, and
most presidents ultimately accept one; but the
best opportunity the typical president can
expect is an invitation to accept a decent ver-
sion of administrative semiretirement. The cri-
teria of success in academic administration are
sometimes moderately clear (e.g., growth,
quiet on campus, improvement in the quality
of students and faculty), but the relatively pre-
cise measures of college health tend neither to
be stable over time nor to be critically sensitive
to presidential action. For example, during the
post-World War II years in American colleges,
it was conventional to value growth and to
attribute growth to the creative activities of
administrative leaders. In the retrospective
skepticism about the uncritical acceptance of a
growth ethic, we have begun to reinterpret a
simple history that attributed college growth to
the conscious prior decision of a wise (or
stupid) president or board. The rapid expan-
sion of higher education, the postwar complex
of student and faculty relations and attitudes,
and the massive extension of governmental
subsidies to the research activities of colleges
and universities were not the simple conse-
quences of decisions by Clark Kerr or John
Hanna. Nor, retrospectively, does it seem plau-
sible to attribute major control over those
events to college administrators.

An argument can be made, of course, that
the college president should be accustomed to
the ambiguity of success. His new position is
not, in this respect, so strikingly, different from
the positions he has held previously. His proba-
ble perspective is different, however. Success
has not previously been subjectively ambigu-
ous to him. He has been a success. He has been
promoted relatively rapidly. He and his associ-
ates are inclined to attribute his past successes
to a combination of administrative savoir-faire,
interpersonal style, and political sagacity. He
has experienced those successes as the lawful
consequence of his actions. Honest modesty on
the part of a president does not conceal a cer-

tain awareness of his own ability. A president
comes to his office having learned that he is
successful and that he enjoys success.

The momentum of promotion will not sus-
tain him in the presidency. Although, as we
have seen, a fair number of presidents antici-
pate moving from their present job to another,
better presidency, the prospects are not nearly
as good as the hopes. The ambiguities of pur-
pose, power, and experience conspire to render
success and failure equally obscure. The vali-
dation of success is unreliable. Not only can a
president not assure himself that he will be
able to lead the college in the directions in
which others might believe, he also has no
assurance that the same criteria will be applied
tomorrow. What happens today will tend to be
rationalized tomorrow as what was desired.
What happens today will have some relation to
what was desired yesterday. Outcomes do flow
in part from goals. But goals flow from out-
comes as well, and both goals and outcomes
also move independently.

The result is that the president is a bit like
the driver of a skidding automobile. The
marginal judgments he makes, his skill, and his
luck may possibly make some difference to the
survival prospects for his riders. As a result, his
responsibilities are heavy. But whether he is
convicted of manslaughter or receives a medal
for heroism is largely outside his control.

One basic response to the ambiguities of
success is to find pleasure in the proces$. of
presidential life. A reasonable man will seek
reminders of his relevance and success. Where
those reminders are hard to find in terms of
socially validated outcomes unambiguously
due to one’s actions, they may be sought in the
interactions of organizational life. George
Reedy (1970) made a similar observation about
a different presidency: “Those who seek to
lighten the burdens of the presidency by easing
the workload do no occupant of that office a
favor. The workload—especially the ceremo-
nial work load—are the only events of a presi-
dent’s day which make life endurable.”

Leader Response to Anarchy

The ambiguities that college presidents face
describe the life of any formal leader of any
organized anarchy. The metaphors of leader-
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ship and our traditions of personalizing his-
tory (even the minor histories of collegiate
institutions) confuse the issues of leadership
by ignoring the basic ambiguity of leadership
life. We require a plausible basic perspective
for the leader of a loosely coupled, ambiguous
organization.

Such a perspective begins with humility. It
is probably a mistake for a college president to
imagine that what he does in office affects sig-
nificantly either the long-run position of the
institution or his reputation as a president. So
long as he does not violate some rather obvious
restrictions on his behavior, his reputation and
his term of office are more likely to be affected
by broad social events or by the unpredictable
vicissitudes of official responsibility than by his
actions. Although the college library or admin-
istration building will doubtless record his
presidency by appropriate portraiture or
plaque, few presidents achieve even a modest
claim to attention 20 years after their departure
from the presidency; and those who are
remembered best are probably most distin-
guished by their good fortune in coming to
office during a period of collegiate good times
and growth, or their bad fortune in being there
when the floods came.

In this respect the president’s life does not
differ markedly from that of most of us. A
leadership role, however, is distinguished by
the numerous temptations to self-importance
that it provides. Presidents easily come to
believe that they can continue in office forever
if they are only clever or perceptive or respon-
sive enough. They easily come to exaggerate

the significance of their daily actions for the

college as well as for themselves. They easily
come to see each day as an opportunity to
build support in their constituencies for the
next “election.”

quently corrupted by an exaggeration of its
consequences. Parents are intimidated by an
exaggerated belief in their importance to the
process of child-rearing. Teachers are intimi-
dated by an exaggerated belief in their impor-
tance to the process of learning. Lovers are
intimidated by an exaggerated belief in their
importance to the process of loving. Coun-
selors are intimidated by an exaggerated
belief in their importance to the process of
self-discovery.

It is an old story. Human action is fre-.

The major consequence of a heroic concep-
tion of the consequences of action is a distrust of
judgment. When college presidents imagine that
their actions have great consequences for the
world, they are inclined to fear an error. When
they fear an error, they are inclined to seek social
support for their judgment, to confuse, voting
with virtue and bureaucratic rules with equity.
Such a conception of the importance of their
every choice makes presidents vulnerable to the
same deficiencies of performance that afflict the
parents of first children and inexperienced
teachers, lovers, or counselors.

A lesser, but important, result of a heroic
conception of the consequences of action is the
abandonment of pleasure. By acceding to his
own importance, the college president is
driven to sobriety of manner. For reasons we
have detailed earlier, he has difficulty in estab-
lishing the correctness of his actions by exhibit-
ing their consequences. He is left with the
necessity of communicating moral intent
through facial intensity. At the same time, he
experiences the substantial gap between his
aspirations and his possibilities. Both by the
requirements of their public face and by their
own intolerant expectations, college presidents
often find the public enjoyment of their job
denied to them.

The ambiguities of leadership in an orga-
nized anarchy require a leadership posture that
is somewhat different from that implicit in
most discussions of the college presidency. In
particular, we believe that a college president
is, on the whole, better advised to think of him-
self as trying to do good than as trying to sat-
isfy a political or bureaucratic audience; better
advised to define his role in terms of,the mod-
est part he can play in making the college
slightly better in the long run than in terms of
satisfying current residents or solving current
problems. He requires an enthusiasm for a Tol-
stoyan view of history and for the freedom of
individual action that such a view entails. Since
the world is absurd, the president’s primary
responsibility is to virtue.

Presidents occupy a minor part in the lives
of a small number of people. They have some
power, but little magic. They can act with a fair

‘degree of confidence that if they make a mis-

take, it will not matter much. They can be
allowed the heresy of believing that pleasure is
consistent with virtue. .
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The Elementary Tactics of
Administrative Action

The tactics of administrative action in an orga-
nized anarchy are somewhat different from the
tactics of action in a situation characterized by
clearer goals, better specified technology, and
more persistent participation. Nevertheless, we
can examine how a leader with a purpose can
operate within an organization that is without
one.

Necessarily, any presentation of practical
strategies suggests a minor Machiavellianism
with attendant complications and concerns.
There is an argument that strategies based
upon knowledge contribute to administrative
manipulation. There is a fear that practical
strategies may be misused for evil ends. There
is a feeling that the effectiveness of the strate-
gies may be undermined by their public recita-
tion.

We are aware of these concerns, but not
persuaded by them. First, we do not believe
that any major new cleverness that would con-
spicuously alter the prevailing limits on our
ability to change the course of history will be
discovered. The idea that there are some spec-
tacularly effective strategies waiting to be dis-
covered by some modern Machiavelli seems
implausible. Second, we believe that the prob-
lem of evil is little eased by know-nothingness.
The concern about malevolent manipulation is
a real one (as well as a cliché), but it often
becomes a simple defense of the status quo. We
hope that good people interested in accom-
plishing things will find a list of tactics
marginally helpful. Third, we can see nothing
in the recitation of strategic recommendations
that changes systematically the relative posi-
tions of members of the organization. If the
strategies are effective, it is because the analy-
sis of organization is correct. The features of the
~ organization that are involved are not likely to
change quickly. As a result, we would not
anticipate that public discussion of the strate-
gies would change their effectiveness much or
distinctly change the relative positions of those
(e.g., students, presidents) who presumably
stand to profit from the advice if it is useful.

As we will indicate later in this chapter, a
conception of leadership that merely assumes
that the college president should act to accom-

plish what he wants to accomplish is too nar-
row. A major part of his responsibility is to lead
the organization to a changing and more com-
plex view of itself by treating goals as only
partly knowable. Nevertheless, the problems of

* inducing a college to do what one wants it to

do are clearly worthy of attention. If presidents
and others are to function effectively within the
college, they need to recognize the ways in
which the character of the college as a system
for exercising problems, making decisions, and
certifying status conditions their attempts to
influence the outcome of any decision.

We can identify five major properties of
decision making in organized anarchies that
are of substantial importance to the tactics
of accomplishing things in colleges and uni-

_versities:

1. Most issues most of the time have low
salience for most people. The decisions to
be made within the organization secure
only partial and erratic attention from
participants in the organization. A major
share of the attention devoted to a par-
ticular issue is tied less to the content of
the issue than to its .symbolic signifi-
cance for individual and group esteem.

2. The total system has high inertia. Any-
thing that requires a coordinated effort
of the organization in order to start is
unlikely to be started. Anything that
requires a coordinated effort of the orga-
nization in order to be stopped is
unlikely to be stopped.

3. Any decision can become a garbage can
for almost any problem. The issues dis-
cussed in the context of any particular
decision depend less on the decision or
problems involved than on the timing of
their joint arrivals and the existence of
alternative arenas for exercising prob-
lems.

4, The processes of choice are easily subject
to overload. When the load on the system
builds up relative to its capabilities for
exercising and resolving problems, the
decision outcomes in the organization
tend to become increasingly separated
from the formal process of decision.

5. The organization has a weak information
base. Information about past events or

R i S o
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past decisions is often not retained.
When retained, it is often difficult to
retrieve. Information about current
activities is scant.

These properties are conspicuous and
ubiquitous. They represent some important
ways in which all organizations sometimes,
and an organization like a university often,
present opportunities for tactical action that in
a modest way strengthen the hand of the par-
ticipant who attends to them. We suggest eight
basic tactical rules for use by those who seek to
influence the course of decisions in universities
or colleges.

Rule 1: Spend Time

The kinds of decision-making situations and
organizations we have described suffer from a
shortage of decision-making energy. Energy is
a scarce. resource. If one is in a position to
devote time to the decision-making activities
within the organization, he has a considerable
claim: on the system. Most organizations
develop ways of absorbing the decision-mak-
ing energy provided by sharply deviant partic-
ipants; but within moderate boundaries, a per-
son who is willing to spend time finds himself
in a strong position for at least three significant
reasons:

* By providing a scarce resource (energy),
he lays the basis for a claim. If he is will-
ing to spend time, he can expect more
tolerant consideration of the problems
he considers important. One of the most
common organizational responses to a
proposal from a participant is the
request that he head a committee to do
something about it. This behavior is an
acknowledgment both of the energy-
poor situation and of the price the orga-
nization pays for participation. That
price is often that the organization must
allow the participant some significant
control over the definition of problems
to be considered relevant.?

* By spending time on the homework for
a decision, he becomes a major informa-
tion source in an information-poor
world. At the limit, the information pro-
vided need have no particular evidential
validity. Consider, for example, the com-

mon assertions in college decision-mak-
ing processes about what some con-
stituency (e.g., board of trustees, legisla-
ture, student body, ethnic group) is
“thinking.” The assertions are rarely
based on defensible evidence, but they
tend to become organizational facts by
virtue of the shortage of serious infor-
mation. More generally, reality for a
decision is specified by those willing to
spend the time required to collect the
small amounts of information available,
to review the factual assertions of oth-
ers, and to disseminate their findings.

* By investing more of his time in organi-
zational concerns, he increases his
chance of being present when some-
thing important to him is considered. A
participant who wishes to pursue other
matters (e.g., study, research, family, the
problems of the outside world) reduces
the number of occasions for decision
making to which he can afford to attend.
A participant who can spend time can
be involved in more arenas. Since it is
often difficult to anticipate when and
where a particular issue will be involved
(and thus to limit one’s attention to key
times and domains), the simple fre-
quency of availability is relatively
important.

Rule 2: Persist

It is a mistake to assume that if a particular pro-
posal has been rejected by an organization
today, it will be rejected tomorrow. Different
sets of people and concerns will be reflected
each time a problem is considered or a pro-
posal discussed. We noted earlier the ways in
which the flow of participants leads to a flow
of organizational concerns.® The specific com-
bination of sentiments and people that is asso-
ciated with a specific choice opportunity is-
partly fortuitous, and Fortune may be more
considerate another day.

For the same reason, it is a mistake to
assume that today’s victory will be imple-
mented automatically tomorrow. The distinc-
tion between decision making and decision
implementation is usually a false one. Deci-
sions are not “made” once and for all. Rather
they happen as a result of a series of episodes
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involving different people in different settings,
and they may be unmade or modified by sub-
sequent episodes. The participant who spends
much time celebrating his victory ordinarily
can expect to find the victory short-lived. The
loser who spends his time weeping rather than
reintroducing his ideas will persistently have
something to weep about. The loser who per-
sists in a variety of contexts is frequently
rewarded. ‘

Rule 3: Exchange Status for Substance

As we have indicated, the specific substantive
issues in a college, or similar organization, typ-
ically have low salience for participants. A
quite typical situation is one in which signifi-
cant numbers of participants and groups of
participants care less about the specific sub-
stantive outcome than they do about the impli-
cations of that outcome for their own sense of
self-esteem and the social recognition of their
importance. Such an ordering of things is nei-
ther surprising nor normatively unattractive. It
would be a strange world indeed if the mostly
minor issues of university governance, for

example, became more important to most peo-.

ple than personal and group esteem.

A college president, too, is likely to become
substantially concerned with the formal ack-
nowledgment of office. Since it is awkward for
him to establish definitively that he is substan-
tively important, the president tends to join
other participants in seeking symbolic confir-
mation of his significance.

The esteem trap is understandable but
unfortunate. College presidents who can forgo
at least some of the pleasures of self-impor-
tance in order to trade status for substance are
in a strong position. Since leaders receive credit
for many things over which they have little
control and to which they contribute little, they
should find it possible to accomplish some of
the things they want by allowing others to
savor the victories, enjoy the pleasures of
involvement, and receive the profits of public
importance.

Rule 4: Facilitate Opposition Participation

The high inertia of organizations and the heavy
dependence of organizational events on pro-
cesses outside of the control of the organization
make organizational power ambiguous. Presi-

dents sense their lack of control despite their
position of authority, status, and concern. Most
people who participate in university decision
making sense a disappointment with the lim-
ited control their position provides.

Persons outside the formal ranks of author-
ity tend to see authority as providing more
control. Their aspirations for change tend to be
substantially greater than the aspirations for
change held by persons with formal authority.
One obvious solution is to facilitate participa-
tion in decision making. Genuine authoritative
participation will reduce the aspirations of
oppositional leaders. In an organization char-
acterized by high inertia and low salience it is
unwise to allow beliefs about the feasibility of
planned action to outrun reality. From this
point of view, public accountability, participant
observation, and other techniques for extend-
ing the range of legitimate participation in the
decision-making processes of the organization
are essential means of keeping the aspirations
of occasional actors within bounds. Since most
people most of the time do not participate
much, their aspirations for what can be done
have a tendency to drift away from reality. On
the whole, the direct involvement of dissident
groups in the decision-making process is a
more effective depressant of exaggerated aspi-
rations than is a lecture by the president.

Rule 5: Overload the System

As we have suggested, the style of decision
making changes when the load exceeds the
capabilities of the system. Since we are talking
about energy-poor organizations, accomplish-
ing overload is not hard. In practical terms, this
means having a large repertoire of projects for
organizational action; it means making sub-
stantial claims on resources for the analysis of
problems, discussion of issues, and political
negotiation.

Within an organized anarchy it is a mistake
to become absolutely committed to any one
project. There are innumerable ways in which
the processes we have described will confound
the cleverest behavior with respect to any sin-
gle proposal, however imaginative or subjec-
tively important. What such processes cannot
do is cope with large numbers of projects.
Someone with the habit of producing many
proposals, without absolute commitment to
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any one, may lose any one of them (and it is
hard to predict a priori which one), but cannot
be stopped on everything.

* The tactic is not unlike the recommenda-
tion in some treatments of bargaining that
one should introduce new dimensions of bar-
gains in order to facilitate more favorable
trades.t It is grounded in the observation that
the press of proposals so loads the organiza-
tion that a large number of actions are taken
without attending to problems. Where deci-
sions are made through oversight or flight,
considerable control over the course of deci-
sion making lies in the hands of two groups:
the initiators of the proposals, who get their
way in oversight, and the full-time adminis-
trator, who is left to make the decision in
cases of flight. The college president with a
program is in the enviable position of being
both a proposal initiator and a full-time
administrator. Overload is almost certainly
helpful to his program. Other groups within a
college or university are probably also advan-
taged by overload if they have a positive pro-
gram for action, but their advantage is less
certain. In particular, groups in opposition to
the administration that are unable to partici-
pate full time (either directly or through rep-
resentatives) may wish to be selective in the
use of overload as a tactic.

Rule 6: Provide Garbage Cans

One of the complications in accomplishing
something in a garbage can decision-making
process is the tendency for any particular pro-
ject to become intertwined with a variety of
other issues simply because those issues exist
at the time the project is before the organiza-
tion. A proposal for curricular reform becomes
an arena for a concern for social justice. A pro-
posal for construction of a building becomes an
arena for concerns about environmental qual-
ity. A proposal for bicycle paths becomes an
arena for discussion of sexual inequality.

It is pointless to try to react to such prob-
lems by attempting to enforce rules of rele-
vance. Such rules are, in any event, highly arbi-
trary. Even if they were not, it would still be
difficult to persuade a person that his problem
(however important) could not be discussed
because it is not relevant to the current agenda.
The appropriate tactical response is to provide

garbage cans into which wide varieties of prob-
Jems can be dumped. The more conspicuous
the can, the more garbage it will attract away
from other projects.

The prime procedure for making a garbage
can attractive is to give it precedence and con-
spicuousness. On a grand scale, discussions of
overall organizational objectives or overall
organizational long-term plans are classic first-
quality cans. They are general enough to
accommodate anything. They are socially
defined as being important. They attract
enough different kinds of issues to reinforce
their importance. An activist will push for dis-
cussions of grand plans (in part) in order to
draw the garbage away from the concrete day-
to-day arenas of his conctete objectives.

On a smaller scale, the first item on a meet-
ing agenda is an obvious garbage can. It
receives much of the status allocation concerns
that are a part of meetings. It is possible that
any item on an agenda will attract an assort-
ment of things currently concerning individu-
als in the group, but the first item is more vul-
nerable than others. As a result, projects of
serious substantive concern should normally
be placed somewhat later, after the important
matters of individual and group esteem have
been settled, most of the individual perfor-
mances have been completed, and most of the
enthusiasm for abstract argument has waned.

The garbage can tactic has long-term effects
that may be important. Although in the short
run the major consequence is to remove prob-
lems from the arena of short-term concrete pro-
posals, the separation of problem discussion
from decision making means that general orga-
nizational attitudes develop outside the context
of immediate decisions. The exercise of prob-
lems and the discussion of plans contribute to a
building of the climate within which the organi-
zation will operate in the future. A president
who uses the garbage can tactic should be
aware of the ways in which currently irrelevant
conversations produce future ideological con-
straints. The same tactic also provides a (partly
misleading) device for the training and selec-
ton of future leaders of the organization. Those
who perform well in garbage can debates are
not necessarily good leaders, though they may
frequently be identified as potential leaders.
Finally, the tactic offers a practical buffer for the
organization from the instabilities introduced
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by the entry and exit of problems that drift from
one organization to another. In recent years uni-
versities have become an arena for an assort-
ment of problems that might have found
expression in other social institutions. Universi-
ties and colleges were available and accessible
to people with the concerns. Although the
resulting strain on university processes was
considerable, the full impact was cushioned by
the tendency of such problems to move to deci-
sion-irrelevant garbage cans, to be held there
until they could move on to another arena in
another institution.

Rule 7: Manage Unobtrusively

If you put a man in a boat and tell him to plota
course, he can take one of three views of his
task. He can float with the currents and winds,
letting them take him wherever they wish; he
can select a destination and try to use full
power to go directly to it regardless of the cur-
rent or winds; or he can select a destination and
use his rudder and sails to let the currents and
wind eventually take him where he wants to
go. On the whole, we think conscious univer-
sity leadership is properly seen in third light.

A central tactic in high-inertia systems is to
use high-leverage minor actions to produce
major effects—to let the system go where it
wants to go with only the minor interventions
that make it go where it should. From a tactical
point of view, the main objection to central
direction and control is that it requires an
impossible amount of attention and energy.
The kinds of organizations with which we have
been concerned are unable to be driven where
we want them to go without making consider-
able use of the “natural” organizational pro-
cesses. The appropriate tactics of management
are unobstrusive and indirect.

Unobtrusive management uses interven-
tions of greater impact than visibility. Such
actions generally have two key attributes: (1)
They affect many parts of the system slightly
rather than a few parts in a major way. The
effect on any one part of the system is small
enough so that either no one really notices or
no one finds it sensible to organize signifi-
cantly against the intervention. (2) Once
activated, they stay activated without further
organizational attention. Their deactivation
requires positive organizational action.

Given all the enthusiasm for elaborating a
variety of models of organizations that bemoan
bureaucracy and the conventional managerial
tools associated with bureaucratic life, it is
somewhat surprising to realize that the major
instruments of unobstrusive management are
bureaucratic. Consider the simple act of com-
mitting the organization by signing a piece of
paper. By the formal statutes of many organiza-
tions, some people within the organization are
conceded authority to sign pieces of paper. Col-
lege presidents tend, in our judgment, to be
timid about exercising such authority. By sign-
ing a piece of paper the president is able to
reverse the burden of organizing the decision-
making processes in the system. Many people
have commented on the difficulty of organiz-
ing the various groups and offices in a college
or university in order to do something. What
has been less frequently noted is that the same
problems of organization face anyone who
wants to overturn an a;:tion. For example, the
official charter of an institution usually has
some kind of regulation that permits a desired
action, as well as some kind of regulation that
might be interpreted as prohibiting it. The
president who solicits general organizational
approval for action is more likely to obtain it if
the burdens of overcoming organizational iner-
tia are on his opposition. He reverses the bur-
den of organization by taking the action.

~Major bureaucratic interventions lie in the
ordinary systems of accounting and manage-
rial controls. Such devices are often con-
demned in academic circles as both dreary and
inhibiting. Their beauty lies in the way in
which they extend throughout the system and
in the high degree of arbitrariness they exhibit.
For example, students of business have
observed that many important aspects of busi-
ness life are driven by accounting rules. What
are costs? What are profits? How are costs and
profits allocated among activities and sub-
units? Answers to such questions are far from
arbitrary. But they have enough elements of
arbitrariness that no reasonable business man-
ager would ignore the potential contribution of
accounting rules to profitability. The flow of
investments, the utilization of labor, and the
structure of organization all respond to the
organization of accounts.

The same thing is true in a college or uni-
versity, although the process works in a some-
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what different way because the convenient sin-
gle index of business accounting, profit, is
denied the university executive. Universities
and colleges have official facts (accounting
facts) with respect to student activities, faculty
activities, and space utilization. In recent years
such accounting facts have increased in impor-
tance as colleges and universities struggled
first with the baby boom and now with fiscal
adversity. These official facts enter into reports
and filter into decisions made throughout the
system. As a typical simple example, consider
the impact of changing the accounting for fac-
ulty teaching load from number of courses to
student credit hours taught. Or, consider the
impact of separating in accounting reports the
teaching of language (number of students, cost
of faculty) from the teaching of literature in
that language at a typical American university.
Or, consider the impact of making each major
subunit in a university purchase services (e.g.,
duplication services, computer services, library
services) at prices somewhat different from the
current largely arbitrary prices. Or, consider
the consequences of allowing transfer of funds
from one major budget line to another within a
subunit at various possible discount rates
depending on the lines and the point in the
budget year. Or, consider the effect of having
students pay as part of their fees an amount
determined by the department offering the
instruction, with the amount thus paid return-
ing to the department.

Rule 8: Interpret History

In an organization in which most issues have
low salience,-and information about events in
the system is poorly maintained, definitions of
what is happening and what has happened
become important tactical instruments. If peo-
ple in the organization cared more about what
happened (or is happening), the constraints on
the tactic would be great. Histories would be
challenged and carefully monitored. If people
in the organization accepted more openly the
idea that much of the decision-making process
is a status-certifying rather than a choice-mak-
ing system, there would be less dependence on
historical interpretation. The actual situation,
however, provides a tactically optimal situa-
tion. On the one hand, the genuine interest in
keeping a good record of what happened (in

substantive rather than status terms) is mini-
mal. On the other hand, the belief in the rele-
vance of history, or the legitimacy of history as
a basis for current action, is fairly strong.

Minutes should be written long enough
after the event as to legitimize the reality of for-
getfulness. They should be written in such a
way as to lay the basis for subsequent indepen-
dent action—in the name of the collective
action. In general, participants in the organiza-
tion should be assisted in their desire to have
unambiguous actions taken today derived
from the ambiguous decisions of yesterday
with a minimum of pain to their images of
organizational rationality and a minimum of
claims on their time. The model of consistency
is maintained by a creative resolution of uncer-
tainty about the past.

Presidents and Tactics

As we observed at the outset, practical tactics,
if they are genuine, will inevitably be viewed
as somewhat cynical. We will, however, record
our own sentiments that the cynicism lies in
the eye of the beholder. Our sympathies and
enthusiasm are mostly for the invisible mem-
bers of an organized anarchy who make such
tactics possible. We refer, of course, to the
majority of participants in colleges and univer-
sities who have the good sense to see that what
can be achieved through tactical manipulation

“of the university is only occasionally worth

their time and effort. The validity of the tactics
is a tribute to their reluctance to clutter the
important elements of life with organizational
matters. The tactics are available for anyone
who wants to use them. Most of us most of the
time have more interesting things to do.

But presidents, as full-time actors generally
occupying the best job of their lives, are less
likely to have more interesting things to do. In
addition, these tactics, with their low visibility
and their emphasis on the trading of credit and
recognition for accomplishment, will not serve
the interests of a president out to glorify himself
or increase his chances to be one of the very few
who move up to a second and “better” presi-
dency. Instead, they provide an opportunity
chiefly for those who have some conception of
what might make their institution better, more
interesting, more complex, or more educational,
and are satisfied to end their tenures believing
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that they helped to steer their institutions
slightly closer to those remote destinations.

The Technology
of Foolishness

The tactics for moving an organization when
objectives are clear represent important parts of
the repertoire of an organizational leader. Stan-
dard prescriptions properly honor intention,
choice, and action; and college presidents often
have things they want to accomplish. Neverthe-
less, a college president may sometimes want to
confront the realities of ambiguity more directly
and reconsider the standard dicta of leadership.
He may want to examine particularly the place
of purpose in intelligent behavior and the role
of foolishness in leadership.

Choice and Rationality

The concept of choice as a focus for interpret-

ing and guiding human behavior has rarely

had an easy time in the realm of ideas. It is
beset by theological disputations over free will,
by the dilemmas of absurdism, by the doubts
of psychological behaviorism, and by the
claims of historical, economic, social, and
demographic determinism. Nevertheless, the
idea that humans make choices has proved
robust enough to become a matter of faith in
important segments of contemporary Western
civilization. It is a faith that is professed by vir-
tually all theories of social policy making.

The major tenents of this faith run some-
thing like this:

Human beings make choices. Choices are
properly made by evaluating alternatives
in terms of goals and on the basis of infor-
mation currently available. The alternative
fhat is most attractive in terms of the goals
is chosen. By using the technology of
choice, we can improve the quality of the
search for alternatives, the quality of infor-
mation, and the quality of the analysis used
to evaluate alternatives. Although actual
choice may fall short of this ideal in various
ways, it is an attractive model of how
choices should be made by individuals,
organizations, and social systems.

These articles of faith have been built upon
and have stimulated some scripture. It is the

scripture of the theories of decision making.
The scripture 1s partly a codification of
received doctrine and partly a source for that
doctrine. As a result, our cultural ideas of intel-
ligence and our theories of choice display a
substantial resemblance. In particular, they
share three conspicuous interrelated ideas:

The first idea is the preexistence of purpose.
We find it natural to base an interpretation of
human-choice behavior on a presumption of
human purpose. We have, in fact, invented one
of the most elaborate terminologies in the
professional literature: “values,” “needs,”
“wants,” “goods,” “tastes,” ”preferences,”
“ytility,” “objectives,” “goals,” “aspirations,”
#drives.” All of these reflect a strong tendency
to believe that a useful interpretation of human
behavior involves defining a set of objectives
that (1) are prior attributes of the system, and
(2) make the observed behavior in some sense
intelligent vis-a-vis those objectives.

Whether we are talking about individuals
or about organizations, purpose is an obvious
presumption of the discussion. An organiza-
tion is often defined in terms of its purpose. It
is seen by some as the largest collectivity
directed by a purpose. Action within an organi-
zation is justified or criticized in terms of pur-
pose. Individuals explain their own behavior,
as well as the behavior of others, in terms of a
set of value premises that are presumed to be
antecedent to the behavior. Normative theories
of choice begin with an assumption of a preex-
istent preference ordering defined over the
possible outcomes of a choice.

The second idea is the necessity of consis-
tency. We have come to recognize consistency
both as an important property of human
behavior and as a prerequisite for normative
models of choice. Dissonance theory, balance
theory, theories of congruency in attitudes, sta-
tuses, and performances have all served to
remind us of the possibilities for interpreting
human behavior in terms of the consistency
requirements of a limited-capacity, informa-
tion-processing system.

At the same time, consistency is a cultural
and theoretical virtue. Action should be consis-
tent with belief. Actions taken by different
parts of an organization should be consistent
with each other. Individual and organizational
activities are seen as connected with each other
in terms of their consequences for some consis-
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tent set of purposes. In an organization, the
structural manifestation of consistency is the
hierarchy with its obligations of coordination
and control. In the individual, the structural
manifestation is a set of values that generates a
consistent preference ordering.

The third idea is the primacy of rationality.
By rationality we mean a procedure for decid-
ing what is correct behavior by relating conse-
quences systematically to objectives. By plac-
ing primary emphasis on rational techniques,
we have implicitly rejected—or seriously
impaired—two other procedures for choice: (1)
the processes of intuition, through which peo-
ple do things without fully understanding
why; and (2) the processes of tradition and
faith, through which people do things because
that is the way they are done.

Both within the theory and within the cul-
ture we insist on the ethic of rationality. We jus-
tify individual and organizational action in
terms of an analysis of means and ends.

Impulse, intuition, faith, and tradition are out- .

side that system and viewed as antithetical to
it. Faith may be seen as a possible source of val-
ues. Intuition may be seen as a possible source
of ideas about alternatives. But the analysis
and justification of action lie within the context
of reason.

These ideas are obviously deeply embed-
ded in the culture. Their roots extend into ideas
that have conditioned much of modern West-
ern history and interpretations of that history.
Their general acceptance is probably highly
correlated with the permeation of rationalism
and individualism into the style of thinking
within the culture. The ideas are even more
obviously embedded in modern theories of
choice. It is fundamental to those theories that
thinking should precede action: that action
should serve a purpose; that purpose should be
defined in terms of a consistent set of preexis-
tent goals; and that choice should be based on a
consistent theory of the relation between action
and its consequences.

Every tool of management decision mak-
ing that is currently a part of management sci-
ence, operations research, or decision-making
theory, assumes the prior existence of a set of
consistent goals. Almost the entire structure of
microeconomic theory builds on the assump-
tion that there exists a well-defined, stable, and
consistent preference ordering. Most theories

of individual or organizational choice accept
the idea that goals exist and that (in some
sense) an individual or organization acts on
those goals, choosing from among some alter-
natives on the basis of available information.
Discussions of educational policy with their
emphasis on goal setting, evaluation, and
accountability, are in this tradition.

From the perspective of all of man’s his-
tory, the ideas of purpose, consistency, and
rationality are relatively new. Much of the tech-
nology currently available to implement them
is extremely new. Over the past few centuries,
and conspicuously over the past few decades,
we have substantially improved man’s capabil-
ity for acting purposively, consistently, and
rationally. We have substantially increased his
propensity to think of himself as doing so. It is
an impressive victory, won—where it has been
won—by a happy combination of timing, per-
formance, ideology, and persistence. It is a bat-
tle yet to be concluded, or even engaged, in
many cultures of the world; but within most of
the Western world individuals and organiza-
tions see themselves as making choices.

The Problem of Goals

The tools of intelligence as they are fashioned
in modern theories of choice are necessary to
any reasonable behavior in contemporary soci-
ety. It is inconceivable that we would fail to
continue their development, refinement, and
extension.. As might be expected, however, a
theory and ideology of choice built on the ideas
outlined above is deficient in some obvious,
elementary ways, most conspicuously in the
treatment of human goals.

Goals are thrust upon the intelligent man.
We ask that he act in the name of goals. We ask
that he keep his goals consistent. We ask that
his actions be oriented to his goals. We ask that
a social system amalgamate individual goals
into a collective goal. But we do not concern
ourselves with the origin of goals. Theories of
individual, organizational, and social choice
assume actors with preexistent values.

Since it is obvious that goals change over
time and that the character of those changes
affects both the richness of personal and social
development and the outcome of choice behav-
jor, a.theory of choice must somehow justify
ignoring the phenomena. Although it is unrea-
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sonable to ask a theory of choice to solve all the
problems of man and his development, it is
reasonable to ask how such conspicuous ele-
ments as the fluidity and ambiguity of objec-
tives can plausibly be ignored in a theory that
is offered as a guide to human choice behavior.

There are three classic justifications. The
first is that goal development and choice are
independent ~processes, conceptually ~and
pehaviorally. The second is that the model of
choice is never satisfied in fact and that devia-
tions from the model accommodate the prob-
lems of introducing change. The third is that
the idea of changing goals is s0 intractable in a
normative theory of choice that nothing can be
said about it. Since we are unpersuaded of the
first and second justifications, our optimism
with respect to the third is’ somewhat greater
than that of most of our fellows.

The argument that goal development and
choice are independent behaviorally seems
clearly false. It seems to us obvious that a
description that assumes that goals come first
and action comes later is frequently radically
wrong. Human choice behavior is at least as
much a process for discovering goals as for act-
ing on them. Although it is true enough that
goals and decisions are "conceptually” distinct,
that is simply a statement of the theory, not a
defense of it. They are conceptually distinct if
we choose to make them so.

The argument that the model is incomplete
is more persuasive. There do appear to be some
critical “holes” in the system of intelligence as
described by standard theories of choice.
Incomplete information, incomplete goal con-
sistency, and a variety of external processes
facilitate goal development. What is somewhat
disconcerting about the argument, however, is
that it makes the efficacy of the concepts of
intelligent choice dependent on their inade-
quacy. As we become more competent in the
techniques of the model and more committed
to it, the “holes” become smaller. As the model
becomes more accepted, our obligation to mod-
ify it increases.

The final argument seems o us sensible as
a general principle, but misleading here. Why
are we more reluctant to ask how human
beings might find “good” goals than we are to
ask how they might make “good” decisions?
The second question appears to be a more tech-
nical problem. The first seems more preten-

tious. It claims to say something about alterna-
tive virtues. The appearance of pretense, how-
ever, stems directly from the prevailing theory
of choice and the ideology associated with it.

In fact, the conscious introduction of goal
discovery for consideration in theories of
human choice is not unknown to modern man.
For example, we have two kinds of theories of
choice behavior in human beings. One is a the-
ory of children. The other is a theory of adults.
In the theory of children, we emphasize choices
as leading to experiences that develop the
child’s scope, his complexity, his awareness of
the world. As parents, teachers, or psycholo-
gists, we try to lead the child to do things that
are inconsistent with his present goals because
we know (or believe) that he can develop into
an interesting person only by coming to appre-
ciate aspects of experience that he initially
rejects.

In the theory of adults, we emphasize
choices as a consequence of our intentions. As
adults, educational decision makers, or
economists, we try to take actions that (within
the limits of scarce resources) come as close as
possible to achieving our goals. We try to find
improved ways of making decisions consistent
with our perceptions of what is valuable in the
world.

The asymmetry in these models is conspic-
uous. Adults have constructed a model world
in which adults know what is good for them-
selves, but children do not. It is hard to react
positively to the conceit. The asymmetry has,
in fact, stimulated a large number of ideologies
and reforms designed to allow children the
same moral prerogative granted to adults—the
right to imagine that they know what they
want. The efforts have cut deeply into tradi-
tional childrearing, traditional educational
policies, traditional politics, and traditional
consumer economics.

In our judgment, the asymmetry between
models of choice for adults and for children is
awkward; but the solution we have adopted is
precisely wrong-headed. Instead of trying to
adapt the model of adults to children, we
might better adapt the model of children to
adults. For many purposes, our model of chil-
dren is better. Of course, children know what
they want. Everyone does. The critical question
is whether they are encouraged to develop
more interesting “wants.” Values change. Peo-



ple become more interesting as those values
and the interconnections made among them
change.

One of the most obvious things in the
world turns out to be hard for us to accommo-
date in our theory of choice: A child of two will
almost always have a less interesting set of val-
ues (indeed, a worse set of values) than a child
of 12. The same is true of adults. Values
develop through experience. Although one of
the main natural arenas for the modification of
human values is the arena of choice, our theo-
ries of adult and organizational decision mak-
ing ignore the phenomenon entirely.

Introducing ambiguity and fluidity to the
interpretation of individual, organizational,
and societal goals obviously has implications
for behavioral theories of decision making. We
have tried to identify and respond to some of
those difficulties in the preceding chapters. The
main point here, however, is not to consider
how we might describe the behavior of sys-
tems that are discovering goals as they act.
Rather it is to examine how we might improve
the quality of that behavior, how we might aid
the development of interesting goals.

We know how to advise a society, an OIga-
nization, or an individual if we are first given a
consistent set of preferences. Under some con-
ditions, we can suggest how to make decisions
if the preferences are consistent only up to the
point of specifying a series of independent con-
straints on the choice. But what about a norma-
tive theory of goal-finding behavior? What do
we say when our client tells us that he is not
sure his present set of values is the set of values
in terms of which he wants to act?

It is a question familiar to many aspects of
ordinary life. It is a question that friends, asso-
ciates, students, college presidents, business
managers, voters, and children ask at least as
frequently as they ask how they should act
within a set of consistent and stable values.

Within the context of normative theory of
choice as it exists, the answer we gave is: First
determine the values, then act. The advice is
frequently useful. Moreover, we have devel-
oped ways in which we can use conventional
techniques for decision analysis to help dis-
cover value premises and to expose value
inconsistencies. These techniques involve test-
ing the decision implications of some suCcCes”
sive approximations to a set of preferences. The
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object is to find a consistent set of preferences
with implications that are acceptable to the per-
son or organization making the decisions. Vari-
ations on such techniques are used routinely in
operations research, as well as in personal
counseling and analysis.

The utility of such techniques, however,
apparently depends on the assumption that
a primary problem is the amalgamation or exca-
vation of preexistent values. The metaphors—
»finding oneself,” “goal clarification,” “self-dis-
covery,” “social welfare function,” “revealed
preference”’—are metaphors of search. If our
value premises are to be “constructed” rather
than “discovered,” our standard procedures
may be useful: but we have no a priori reason
for assuming they will.

Perhaps we should explore a somewhat
different approach to the normative question of
how we ought to behave when our value
premises are not yet (and never will be) fully
determined. Suppose we treat action as a way
of creating interesting goals at the same time as
we treat goals as a way of justifying action. Itis
an intuitively plausible and simple idea, but
one that is not immediately within the domain
of standard normative theories of intelligent
choice.

Interesting people and interesting organi-
zations construct complicated theories of them-
selves. To do this, they need to supplement the
technology of reason with a technology of fool-
ishness. Individuals and organizations some-
times need ways of doing things for which they
have no good reason. They need to act before

fhey think.

Sensible Foolishness

To use intelligent choice as a planned occasion
for discovering new goals, we require some
idea of sensible foolishness. Which of the many
foolish things that we might do now will lead
to attractive value consequences? The question
is almost inconceivable. Not only does it ask us
to predict the value consequences of action, it
asks us to evaluate them. In what terms can we
talk about “good” changes in goals?

In effect, we are asked either to specify a
set of supergoals in terms of which alternative
goals are evaluated, or to choose among alter-
natives now in terms of the unknown set of val-
ues we will have at some future time (or the
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distribution over time of that unknown set of
future values). The former alternative moves
us back to the original situation of a fixed set of
values—now called “supergoals”—and hardly
seems an important step in the direction of
inventing procedures for discovering new
goals. The latter alternative seems fundamental
enough, but it violates severely our sense of
temporal order. To say that we make decisions
now in terms of goals that will be knowable
only later is nonsensical—as long as we accept
the basic framework of the theory of choice and
its presumptions of preexistent goals.

As we challenge the dogma of preexistent
goals, we will be forced to reexamine some of
our most precious prejudices: the strictures
against imitation, coercion, and rationalization.
Each of those honorable prohibitions depends
on the view of man and human choice imposed
on us by conventional theories of choice.

Imitation is not necessarily a sign of moral
weakness. It is a prediction. It is a prediction
that if we duplicate the behavior or attitudes of
someone else, not only will we fare well in
terms of current goals but the chances of our
discovering attractive new goals for ourselves
are relatively high. If imitation is to be norma-
tively attractive, we need a better theory of
who should be imitated. Such a theory seems
to be eminently feasible. For example, what are
the conditions for effectiveness of a rule that
one should imitate another person whose val-
ues are close to one’s own? How do the
chances of discovering interesting goals
through imitation change as the number of
people exhibiting the behavior to be imitated
increases? In the case of the college president
we might ask what the goal discovery conse-
quences are of imitating the choices of those at
institutions more prestigious than one’s own,
and whether there are other more desirable
patterns of imitation.

Coercion is not necessarily an assault on
individual autonomy. It can be a device for
stimulating individuality. We recognize this
when we talk about education or about parents
and children. What has been difficult with
coercion is the possibility for perversion, not its
obvious capability for stimulating change. We
need a theory of the circumstances under
which entry into a coercive relationship pro-
duces behavior that leads to the discovery of
interesting goals. We are all familiar with the

tactic. College presidents use it in imposing
deadlines, entering contracts, making commit-
ments. What are the conditions for its effective
use? In particular, what are the conditions for
goal-fostering coercion in social systems?

Rationalization is not necessarily a way of
evading morality. It can be a test for the feasi-
bility of a goal change. When deciding among
alternative actions for which we have no good
reason, it may be sensible to develop some def-
inition of how “near” to intelligence alternative
“unintelligent” actions lie. Effective rational-
ization permits this kind of incremental
approach to changes in values. To use it effec-
tively, however, we require a better idea of the
metrics that might be possible in measuring
value distances. At the same time, rationaliza-
tion is the major procedure for integrating
newly discovered goals into an existing struc-
ture of values. It provides the organization of
complexity without which complexity itself
becomes indistinguishable from randomness.

The dangers in imitation, coercion, and
rationalization are too familiar to elaborate. We
should, indeed, be able to develop better tech-
niques. Whatever those techniques may be,
however, they will almost certainly undermine
the superstructure of biases erected on pur-
pose, consistency, and rationality. They will
involve some way of thinking about action
now as occurring in terms of a set of future val-
ues different from those that the actor currently
holds.

Play and Reason

A second requirement for a technology of fool-
ishness is some strategy for suspending ratio-
nal imperatives toward consistency. Even if we
know which of several foolish things we want
to do, we still need a mechanism for allowing
us to do it. How do we escape the logic of our
reason?

Here we are closer to understanding what
we need. It is playfulness. Playfulness is the
deliberate, temporary relaxation of rules in order
to explore the possibilities of alternative rules.
When we are playful, we challenge the necessity
of consistency. In effect, we announce—in
advance—our rejection of the usual objections
to behavior that does not fit the standard
model of intelligence.
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Playfulness allows experimentation at the
same time that it acknowledges reason. It
accepts an obligation that at some point either
the playful behavior will be stopped or it will
be integrated into the structure of intelligence
in some way that makes sense. The suspension
of the rules is temporary.

The idea of play may suggest three things
that are, in our minds, quite erroneous in the
present context. First, play may be seen as a
kind of “holiday” for reason, a release of the
emotional tensions of virtue. Although it is
possible that play performs some such func-
tion, that is not the function with which we are
concerned. Second, play may be seen as part of
some mystical balance of spiritual principles:
fire and water, hot and cold, weak and strong.
The intention here is much narrower than a
general mystique of balance. Third, play may
be seen as an antithesis of intelligence, so that
the emphasis on the importance of play
becomes a support for simple self-indulgence.
Our present intent is to propose play as an
instrument of intelligence, not a substitute.

Playfulness is a natural outgrowth of our
standard view of reason. A strict insistence on
purpose, consistency, and rationality limits our
ability to find new purposes. Play relaxes that
insistence to allow us to act “unintelligently”
or “irrationally” or “foolishly” to explore alter-
native ideas of purposes and alternative con-
cepts of behavioral consistency. And it does
this while maintaining our basic commitment
to intelligence.

Although play and reason are in this way
functional complements, they are often behav-
ioral competitors. They are alternative styles
and alternative orientations to the same situa-
tion. There is no guarantee that the styles will
be equally well developed, that all individuals,
organizations, or societies will be equally adept
in both styles; or that all cultures will be suffi-
ciently encouraging to both.

Our design problem is either to specify the
best mix of styles or, failing that, to assure that
most people and most organizations most of
the time use an alternation of strategies rather
than persevering in either one. It is a difficult
problem. The optimization problem looks
extremely complex on the face of it, and the
1§arrﬁng situations that will produce alterna-
tion in behavior appear to be somewhat less
common than those that produce perseverance.

Consider, for example, the difficulty of sus-
taining playfulness as a style within contempo-
rary American society. Individuals who are
good at consistent rationality are rewarded
early and heavily. We define consistent ratio-
nality as intelligence, and the educational
rewards of society are associated strongly with
it. Social norms press in the same direction,
particularly for men. “Changing one’s mind” is
viewed as feminine and undesirable. Politi-
cians and other leaders will go to enormous
lengths to avoid admitting an inconsistency.
Many demands of modern organizational life
reinforce the same rational abilities and prefer-
ences for a style of unchanging purposes.

The resuit is that many of the most influen-
tial and best-educated citizens have experi-
enced a powerful overlearning with respect to
rationality. They are exceptionally good at
maintaining consistent pictures of themselves,
of relating action to purposes. They are excep-
tionally poor at a playful attitude toward their
own beliefs, toward the logic of consistency, or
toward the way they see things as being con-
nected in the world. The dictates of manliness,
forcefulness, independence, and intelligence
are intolerant of playful urges if they arise. The
playful urges that arise are weak ones, scarcely
discernible in the behavior of most business-
men, mayors, or college presidents.

The picture is probably overdrawn, but
we believe that the implications are not. Rea-
son and intelligence have had the unnecessary
consequence of inhibiting the development of
purpose into more complicated forms of con-
sistency. To move away from that position, we
need to find some ways of helping individuals
and organizations to experiment with doing
things for which they have no good reason, to
be playful with their conceptions of them-
selves. We suggest five things as a small
beginning:

First, we can treat goals as hypotheses. Con-
ventional theories of decistorrmakifig allow us
to entertain doubts about almost everything
except the thing about which we frequently
have the greatest doubt—our objectives. Sup-
pose we define the decision-making process as
a time for the sequential testing of hypotheses
about goals. If we can experiment with alterna-
tive goals, we stand some chance of discover-
ing complicated and interesting combinations
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of good values that none of us previously
imagined.

Second, we can treat intuition as real. We do
not know what intuition is or even if it is any
one thing. Perhaps it is simply an excuse for
doing something we cannot justify in terms of
present values or for refusing to follow the logic
of our own beliefs. Perhaps it is an inexplicable
way of consulting that part of our intelligence
and knowledge of the world that is not orga-
nized in a way anticipated by standard theories
of choice. In either case, intuition permits us to
see some possible actions that are outside our
present scheme for justifying behavior.

Third, we can treat hypocrisy as a transition.
Hypocrisy is an inconsistency between
expressed values and behavior. Negative atti-
tudes about hypocrisy stem mainly from a gen-
eral onus against inconsistency and from a sen-
timent against combining the pleasures of vice
with the appearance of virtue. It seems to us
that a bad man with good intentions may be a
man experimenting with the possibility of
becoming good. Somehow it seems more sensi-
ble to encourage the experimentation than to
insult it.

Fourth, we can treat memory as an enemty.
The rules of consistency and rationality require
a technology of memory. For most purposes,
good memories make good choices. But the
ability to forget or overlook is also useful. If
you do not know what you did yesterday or
what other people in the organization are
doing today, you can act within the system of
reason and still do things that are foolish.

Fifth, we can treat experience as a theory.
Learning can be viewed as a series of conclu-
sions based on concepts of action and conse-
quences that we have invented. Experience can
be changed retrospectively. By changing our
interpretive concepts now, we modify what we
Jearned earlier. Thus we expose the possibility
of experimenting with alternative histories.
The usual strictures against “self-deception” in
experience need occasionally to be tempered
with an awareness of the extent to which all
experience is an interpretation subject to con-
scious revision. Personal histories and national
histories need to be rewritten continuously as a
base for the retrospective learning of new self-
conceptions.

If we knew more about the normative the-
ory of acting before thinking, we could say

more intelligent things about the functions of
management and leadership when organiza-
tions or societies do not know what they are
doing. Consider, for example, the following
general implications.

First, we need to reexamine the functions
of management decision making. One of the
primary ways in which the goals of an organi-
zation are developed is by interpreting the
decisions it makes, and one feature of good
managerial decisions is that they lead to the
development of more interesting  value
premises for the organization. As a result, deci-
sions should not be seen as flowing directly or
strictly from a preexistent set of objectives. Col-
lege presidents who make decisions might well
view that function somewhat less as a process
of deduction or a process of political negotia-
tion, and somewhat more as a process of gently
upsetting preconceptions of what the organiza-
tion is doing.

Second, we need a modified view of plan-
ning. Planning can often be more effective -as
an interpretation of past decisions than as a
program for future ones. It can be used as a
part of the efforts of the - organization to
develop a new consistent theory of itself that
incorporates the mix of recent actions into a
moderately comprehensive structure of goals.
Procedures for interpreting the meaning of
most past events are familiar to the memoirs of
retired generals, prime ministers, business
leaders, and movie stars. They suffer from the
company they keep. In an organization that
wants to continue to develop new objectives, a
manager needs to be tolerant of the idea that he
will discover the meaning of yesterday’s action
in the experiences and interpretations of today.

Third, we need to reconsider evaluation.
As nearly as we can determine, there is nothing
in a formal theory of evaluation that requires
that criteria be specified in advance. In particu-
lar, the evaluation of social experiments need
not be in terms of the degree to which they
have fulfilled our prior expectations. Rather we
can examine what they did in terms of what we
now believe to be important. The prior specifi-
cation of criteria and the prior specification of
evaluational procedures that depend on such
criteria are common presumptions in contem-
porary social policy making. They are pre-
sumptions that inhibit the serendipitous dis-
covery of new criteria. Experience should be
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used explicitly as an occasion for evaluating
our values as well as our actions.

Fourth, we need a reconsideration of social
accountability. Individual preferences and
social action need to be consistent in some way.
But the process of pursuing consistency is one
in which both the preferences and the actions
change over time. Imagination in social policy
formation involves systematically adapting to
and influencing preference. It would be unfor-
tunate if our theories of social action encour-
aged leaders to ignore their responsibilities for
anticipating public preferences through action
and for providing social experiences that mod-
ify individual expectations.

Fifth, we need to accept playfulness in
social organizations. The design of organiza-
tions should attend to the problems of main-
taining both playfulness and reason as aspects
of intelligent choice. Since much of the litera-
ture on social design is concerned with
strengthening the rationality of decision mak-
ing managers are likely to overlook the impor-
tance of play. This is partly a matter of making
the individuals within an organization more
playful by encouraging the attitudes and skills
of inconsistency. It is also a matter of making
organizational structure and organizational
procedures more playful. Organizations can be
playful even when the participants in them are
not. The managerial devices for maintaining
consistency can be varied. We encourage orga-
nizational play by insisting on some temporary
relief from control, coordination, and commu-
nication.

Presidents and Foolishness

Contemporary theories of decision making and
the technology of reason have considerably
strengthened our capabilities for effective
social action. The conversion of the simple
ideas of choice into an extensive technology is
a major achievement. It is, however, an
achievement that has reinforced some biases in

the underlying models of choice in individuals
and groups. In particular, it has reinforced the
uncritical acceptance of a static interpretation
of human goals.

There is little magic in the world, and fool-
ishness in people and organizations is one of
the many things that fail to produce miracles.
Under certain conditions, it is one of several
ways in which some of the problems of our
current theories of intelligence can be over-
come. It may be a good way, for it preserves the
virtues of consistency while stimulating
change. If we had a good technology of foolish-
ness, it might (in combination with the technol-
ogy of reason) help in a small way to develop

‘the unusual combinations of attitudes and

behaviors that describe the interesting people,
interesting organizations, and interesting soci-
eties of the world. The contribution of a college
president may often be measured by his capa-
bility for sustaining that creative interaction of
foolishness and rationality.

Notes

1. For anyone who wishes to enter the literature,
see by way of introduction Raymond Wolfin-
ger (1971a, 1971b), and Frederick W. Frey
(1971).

2. For a discussion of this point in the context of
public school decision making, see Stephen
Weiner (1972). _

3. For a discussion of the same phenomenon in
a business setting, see R. M. Cyert and J. G.
March (1963).

4. See, for example, Iklé (1964) and Walton and
McKersie (1965).

5. These ideas have been the basis for extend-
ed conversation with a number of friends. We
want to acknowledge particularly the help of
Lance Bennett, Patricia Nelson Bennett,
Michael Butler, Soren Christensen, Michel
Crozier, Claude Faucheux, James R. Glenn, Jr.,
Gudmund Hernes, Heiga Hernes, Jean Carter
Lave, Harold J. Leavitt, Henry M. Levin,
Leslie Lincoln, André Massart, John Miller,
Johan Olsen, Richard C. Snyder, Alexander
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